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Introduction 

How students perceive their learning environments is accepted as having a significant 
influence on the quality of the students' learning outcomes (e.g. Doyle, 1977; Fraser, 1989; 
Walberg, 1971). Over the past quarter century, an extensive empirical base on student 
perceptions of their learning environments has been developed at the elementary and 
secondary school level (Fraser, 1989) and to a lesser extent at the post-secondary level 
(Fraser and Tregaust, 1986; Marsh, 1981; Stevenson 1990). 
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The bulk of this research has been based on students responding to a set of predetermined 
items usually using some form of Likert scale. For example, at the elementary level the My 
Class Inventory (MCI) (Anderson, Walberg and Fraser, 1981), at the secondary level, the 
Classroom Environment Scale (CES) (Moos and Trickett, 1974), the Learning Environment 
Inventory (LEI) (Anderson et al, 1981) and the Individualized Classroom Environment 
Questionnaire (ICEQ) (Rentoul and Fraser, 1979) and at the tertiary level the College and 
University Classroom Environment Inventory (CUCEI) (Fraser and Tregaust, 1986), the 
Students' Evaluation of Educational Quality (SEEQ) (Marsh, 1981) and the Cognitive 
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Holding Power Questionnaire (CHPQ) (Stevenson, 1990). The validity and reliability of 
these scales have been well established by the developers (Anderson et al, 1981; Fraser and 
Tregaust, 1986; Marsh, 1981; Moos and Trickett, 1974; Rentoul and Fraser, 1979; 
Stevenson, 1990) and others e.g. the CUCEI (Clarke, 1990) and the CHPQ (Clarke, 1991). 

Although all of these instruments are psychometrically sound, they have a number of potential 
limitations. First, there is always a concern that any a priori set of statements to which 
individuals respond on a forced-choice format does not necessarily allow the students to 
indicate what is salient to them. Second, the instruments focus on either just one type of 
learning environment (e,g. CUCEI is designed to be used with seminar groups up to 25) or 
the "generic classroom" (e.g. MCI, LEI, ICEQ). Third, each is based on a relatively small 
number of underlying dimensions manifested as subscales. And fourth, the instruments do 
not investigate why students perceive their classrooms the way they do. 

This paper reports on the use of a semi-structured but open-ended format to gather student 
perceptions not only about the activities and behaviours they experience in different tertiary 
learning environments but also to tap into the reasons why they feel the way they do. The 
semi-structured open-ended approach combined with the focus on perceptions and reasons 
seek to address the limitations of existing instruments outlined above. 

The Data Collection Instrument 

The focus in this study is on tertiary students. Therefore, six learning environments were 
identified as being appropriate for that level of education: 



LARGE GROUP LECTURES where there are more than 50 students; 3 

SMALL GROUP LECTURES where there are between 25 and 50 students; 

SEMINARS/TUTORIALS where there are less than 25 students; 

ONE-TO-ONE TEACHING, just student and lecturer/tutor; 

PRACTICAL SETTINGS ON CAMPUS such as laboratories, gymnasia etc. 

PRACTICAL SETTINGS OFF CAMPUS such as work environments, schools, hospitals etc. 

For any given learning environment that the students chose, they were given the opportunity 
to write about events tha; 

(a) they liked 

(b) they did not like 

(c) they felt helped their learning 

(d) they felt hindered their learning 

In each case, they weie also asked to indicate why. 

The introduction and the questionnaire format for the "like" section is shown below along 
with a sample response. The formats for the "dislike" , "help" and "hinder" sections are very 
similar and are shown in Appendix 1. The £ *dents were suppu xi with at least 10 blank 
proformas of the type shown in the sample response for each section. 



3 Rubers suggested here are approxiiate. 
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YOUR PERCEPTIONS OF YOUR LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 



This questionnaire focuses on how events in learning 
environments influence your learning. You are asked 
about events which you like, which you don't like, 
which help you in your learning and which hinder you 
in your learning* 

You may experience a variety of learning environments. 
These could include: 

LARGE GROUP LECTURES where there are more than 50* 
students ; 

SMALL GROUP LECTURES where there are between 25 and 50 
students ; 

SEMINARS/TUTORIALS where there are less than 25 
students ; 

ONE-TO-ONE TEACHING , just student and lecturer /tutor; 
PRACTICAL SETTINGS ON CAMPUS such as laboratories, 
gymnasia etc. 

PRACTICAL SETTINGS OFF CAMPUS such as work 
environments, schools, hospitals etc. 

* Numbers are approximate 

EVENTS YOU LIKE (DISLIKE) 

For the subject ygu are now in . think £J>out learning 
environments you have been in which you felt were 
pleasant (unpleasant) places to be. In your own words, 
please indicate ahafc made the environments pleasant 
(unpleasant) and why. Give as many examples as you can 
from the different learning environments listed above. 

An example of how you may respond is: 

In Seminars 

I like it when the lecturer /tut or tries to get 

to know our names 

because it makes for a more relaxed learning 
environment _ 
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Sample 

1249 students from 10 Schools in 5 Faculties at the Queensland University of Technology 
(QUT) in Brisbane Australia completed the questionnaire. The data were collected as part 
of the Teaching and Learning in Tertiary Education (T&LiTE) Project (Clarke and Taylor, 
1993). That Project had as its major aim, the gathering of information from students and 
their lecturers about learning and teaching in their classrooms and the collaborative use of that 
information by lecturers and members of the Project team to inform possible changes in 
lecturers behaviour aimed at improving student learning. 

In the sample, 746 (59.7%) were female and 439 (35.2%) were male while 64 (5.1%) did 
not indicate gender. The average age of the sample was 23.3 years. The distribution of 
students by course and year of course is shown in Table 1 . 

Table 1 somewhere here 



The data were collected along with all of the other T&LiTE Project questionnaire data by two 
experienced Research Assistants in August and September 1992 using standardised 
administration procedures. This was at least 4 weeks into the teaching semester so that the 
perceptions of the students could be regarded with some confidence as having had an adequate 
time to stabilise. 

Analysis 

Categorisation of the Raw Data 

The writer and the two Research Assistants collaboratively categorised the "statements" and 
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the "reasons" of 100 randomly selected students. The "statement" and "reason" responses 
were classified separately producing 55 categories of "statements" and 47 categories of 
"reasons". These categories were used by the Research Assistants to classify the remaining 
data with random "quality control" checks made by the writer. Fortuitously, the categories 
almost always had positive and negative dimension:* e.g. "feedback" was either "provided" 
or "not provided". Each category of "statement" or "reason" therefore has a positive and 
negative pole. Sample responses for each category are shown in Appendix 2. 

Overall Results 

The five most frequently occurring statement responses in each of the like, dislike, help, and 
hinder sections for the whole sample are shown in Table 2/ 



Table 2 somewhere here 



The reasons and their frequencies of occurrence associated with each of these statements are 
shown in Tables 3 to 6. 5 



Tables 3 to 6 somewhere here 



4 Hote that in Table 2, the sin of the frequencies of the five lost frequently occurring categories is less 
than the "Total Couents" frequency as the latter includes the frequencies of all categories. 

5 Me that the "Total No of Reasons 1 frequencies associated with a given stateient in Tables 3 to 6 do 
not Batch the stateient f requency in Table 2 because students often gave lore than one reason as to why the 
liked, disliked etc. a particular behaviour or activity. 



Discussion 

Some General Comments: 

It is important to understand the nature of this data. The written comments vary in length 
and complexity. Although aggregation does give some general ideas about what the students 
are saying, it has to be appreciated that, in aggregating this kind of qualitative data, the 
richness and uniqueness of the individual comments is lost. However, to present this data 
in a meaningful but succinct way, some aggregation of data has to occur. There have been 
two levels of aggregation. When the data was fed back to individual lecturers, aggregation 
based on the categories identified above was used to provide the individual lecturers with a 
summary of the comments of their students. What is presented here is a further aggregation 
to the level of the whole sample of students. At this higher level, the data can only provide 
at best a general overview of student perceptions. 

In terms of the number of comments made, whether they be statements or reasons, the 
"positive" comments ("likes", "helps learning") outnumber the "negative" comments 
("dislikes", "hinder learning") almost 2:1. It is difficult to know whether that is a 
satisfactory ratio or not for at least two reasons: First, there is no similar data available that 
can be used as a comparison and second, any criterion used as a baseline is a value-judgement 
anyway. What is probably an acceptable value-judgement however is that at least the ratio 
is not 1:1 or 1:2. 

As might well be logically expected because of the focus here on learning environments, there 
are strong links between what students say they like and what they claim helps them learn on 
the one hand and what they don't like and what they believe hinders their learning on the 
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other. In other words, there is a high correlation between the affective ("like/dislike") and 
the more, but not exclusively, cognitive ("help/hinder learning") dimensions of classroom 

life. 

Some specific comments: 

Students like it and also believe it helps their learning when they are exposed to practical 
applications and/or learn by experience, when material is clearly presented and when 
discussion occurs. They also like it when the size of the class is appropriate for the activity 
being undertaken and the classroom is personalised and claim that their learning is facilitated 
by a lecturer who asks questions and generally supports their learning. The reasons why 
students like these activities and behaviours and believe that they help in their learning are 
that the activities and behaviours satisfy their learning needs by increasing their 
understanding, increasing the amount they learn and making their learning easier. Students 
also like things that increase their interest and promote an informal and personal learning 
environment. Further, they believe that their learning is enhanced by activities which 
promote consolidation and integration of knowledge and provide a variety of views. 

Students don't like it and believe that their learning is hindered when the pace, structure and 
clarity of presentation is poor, when there is lack of variety in classroom presentation and 
when disruptive students or activities are not controlled by the lecturer. Further, students 
don't like unstructured discussion and feel that their learning is interfered with when the size 
of the class is not appropriate for the activity being undertaken. The reasons why students 
don't like these activities and behaviours and believe that they hinder their learning are that 
the activities and behaviours do not satisfy their learning needs because their understanding 
and the amount they learn is decreased while learning is made more difficult. Students also 



don't like to have their time wasted and believe that their learning is hindered by 
uninteresting and unvaried activities. 

In the context of contemporary views of effective teaching and learning (e.g. Biggs, 1989, 
1990; Dart and Clarke, 1991; Ramsden, 1988), these perceptions are a cause for concern. 
The students' view of effectiveness is associated with effective transmission of information. 
Students see themselves as passive recipients of well structured and presented material; 
nowhere in their perceptions do the notions of the development of understanding, the 
promotion of autonomy and student control over their learning occur. However, the findings 
do confirm two significant things: students believe they are capable of making judgements 
about what is good and poor teaching and how both can influence their learning; and second, 
they claim that they experience both at QUT. 

Conclusions and Future Developments 

There are two major concerns arising out of this data: 

First, the prevalence of the perceptions of poor teaching, even given the 2:1 ratio of 
favourable to adverse comments, has implications for those in Universities responsible for 
monitoring and improving teaching. Second, and of major concern is the limited and 
traditional view students have of effective teaching. The challenge is there for lecturers to 
revamp their approaches to teaching to allow, indeed to require, students to take more 
responsibility for their learning and construct their own understandings. For this to happen 
however, lecturers themselves need to become aware of the importance of this constructivist 
approach and develop the skills, beliefs and most importantly the confidence to teach in this 
way. This process of professional development is the ongoing outcome of the T&LiTE 
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Project (Taylor, 1994). 



The data collection and analysis procedure discussed here seems to have the capability of 
providing lecturers with comprehensive qualitative feedback relatively simply. This has been 
done in the T&LiTE Project (Clarke and Taylor, 1993). 



Further analysis of the data based on Faculty said year of course will provide additional 
information about the perceptions and motivations of different sub-groups of studms. Also, 
the potential is there for the categories to be further aggregated into broad dimensions which, 
along with specific comments made by students, could form the basis of a more 
comprehensive set of quantitative scales than is currently available. 
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APPENDIX 1: Questionnaire Formats for 'Dislike' , 'Help' and 'Hinder' Sections 
of the questionnaire 

Learning Environments 

LARGE GROUP LECTURES where there are more than 50* 
students ; 

SMALL GROUP LECTURES where there are between 25 and 50 
students ; 

SEMINARS /TUTORIALS where there are less than 25 
students ; 

ONE-TO-ONE TEACHING , just student and lecturer/tutor; 
PRACTICAL SETTINGS ON CAMPUS such as laboratories , 
gymnasia etc. 

PRACTICAL SETTINGS OFF CAMPUS such as work 
environments, schools, hospitals etc. 

* Numbers are approximate 
"Dislike" 

EVENTS YOU DISLIKE 

For the subject vou are now in , think about learning 
environments you have been in which you felt were 
unpleasant places to be. In your own words, please 
indicate what made the environments unpleasant and 
why. Give as many examples as you can from the 
different learning environments listed above. 

•Help Learning" 

EVENTS THAT HELP YOU LEARN 

For the subject you are now in. think about the 
behaviours and activities of lecturers/tutors and 
students which you feel have helped you learn. In your 
own words, please describe these behaviours and 
activities and also indicate HbX they helped you 
learn . Give as many examples as you can from the 
different learning environments listed above. 

"Hinder Learning" 

EVENTS THAT HINDERED YOUR LEARNING 

For the subject you are now in. think about the 
behaviours and activities of lecturers/tutors and 
students which you feel have hindered your learning. 
In your own words, please describe these behaviours 
and activities and also indicate why they hindered 
your learning • Give as many examples as you can from 
the different learning environments listed above. 
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Year 








Course J 


1 


2 


3 


4 j 


5 


Total 


Bachelor of Social J 
Science 1 




65 


42 






107 
9.1% 


Bachelor of Business 


362 


257 


136 


10 


2 


767 

64.9% 


Bachelor of Nursing 


22 


6 


36 






64 

5.4% 


Bachelor of Education 


78 


48 


45 


1 




172 
14.6% 


Master of Computer 1 
Science J 


1 










1 

.1% 


Master of Applied 
Science | 


4 


3 








7 

.6% 


Bachelor of Arts 




1 


1 






2 

.2% 


Bachelor of 
Business/Law 


35 










35 
3.0% 


Graduate Diploma in 
Business 


12 


3 


1 






16 

1.4% 


Master of Business 
Administration. 








1 




2 

. .2% 


Graduate Diploma in 
Commercial 
Computing 


3 


1 








4 

.3% 


Bachelor of Applied 
Science 




2 


1 






3 

.3% 


Totals 


517 
j 43,8% 


387 
32.8% 


262 
22.2% 


12 
1.0% 


1 

j .3% 


1180 
(94.5%) 


| No information 












69 
5.5% 






Total 


1249 
(100%) 



Table 1 Student saiple (Course x Year) 



21 30 



Rank 






1 nf 


I nf 
» 01 


Order 


Cat No 


Description of Category 


couents 


couents 


STOTBTS LIKE IT 1901... Total COMeots: 2198 


1 


29 


Practical application/experiential learning occurs 


551 


251 


2 


5 


Presentation/explanation by toe lecturer is clear 


339 


151 


3 


10 


Discussion of content occurs (participants unspecified) 


307 




4 


38 


Class size is appropriate 


209 




5 


27 


The classrooi is personalized 


142 




STCD3TS DOi'T LUE IT HEf... Total Couents: 1430 




1 


-25 


Pacing of presentation by lecturer is not appropriate 


329 


23* 


2 


-5 


Presentation/explanation by the lecturer is unclear 


211 


15* 


3 


-46 


There is no variety in classrooi presentation/activities 


149 


10* 


4 


-7 


Class is not disciplined by the lecturer 


100 


7* 


5 


-40 


Content/discussion is not structured by the lecturer 


90 


6* 


LSAHUG IS HELPS) IHEI... Total Couents: 1630 


1 


29 


Practical application/experiential learning occurs 


511 


31* 


2 


5 


Presentation/explanation by the lecturer is clear 


341 


21* 


3 


51 


The lecturer supports students' learning 


162 


10* 


4 


32 


The lecturer asks the class questions 


118 


7* 


5 


10 


Discussion of content occurs (participants unspecified) 


113 


7* 


LE1BHK IS EHDEEED IHEI... Total Couents: 1104 




1 


-7 


Class is not disciplined by the lecturer 


352 


32* 


2 


-25 


Pacing of presentation by lecturer is not appropriate 


223 


20* 


3 


-5 


Presentation/explanation by the lecturer is unclear 


108 


10* 


4 


-38 


Class size is not appropriate 


52 


5* 


5 


-46 


There is no variety in classrooi presentation/activities 


35 


3* 



(*) 



(*) This data is to interpreted as follows: 

2198 statements were lade about what students liked. 551 Of these statements or 
approxiiately 25* of the total of 2198, were about practical application and/or 
experiential learning 



Table 2: Sunary of Students' statements about their Learning Environments 



ERIC 



31 



22 



Cat 
Mo 


Stateient dBG ASSOC 13 tea KcaSOua 


Mo of 
couents 


% of 
counts 


S29 


I like it when... 

Practical application/experiential learning occurs 






R6 
R8 
R23 
815 


because... 

It increases clarification/understanding 
It increases consolidation/integration 
It increases relevance 
It increases the aiount/ease of learning 


145 
88 
61 
59 


25% 

15$ 

tit 
lit 

lot 


S5 


Total lo of Seasons; 

I like it sben... 

Presentation/explanation by the lecturer is clear 


576 




R6 

R15 

R29 


because... 

It increases clarification/understanding 
It increases the aiount/ease of learning 
Learning needs are satisfied 


152 
51 
43 


37% 
131 

lit 


S10 


Total lo of Reasons: 

I like it rten... t ( 
Discussion of content occurs (participants unspecified) 


407 




R3 
R6 
R15 


because... 

There is access to a variety of perspectives/viewpoints 
It increases clarification/understanding 
It increases the aiount/ease of learning 


89 
61 
32 


25% 
17* 
9t 


S38 


Total lo of Seasons: 

I like it when... 
Class size is appropriate 


361 




R18 
R14 
R15 


because.*. 

It proiotes an infonal/personal atiosphere 
It increases individualized learning 
It increases the aiount/ease of learning 


32 
31 
27 


13% 
12% 
11% 


S27 


Total lo of Seasons: 

I like it when... 
The classrooi is personalized 


251 




R18 
R34 
R4 


because**. 

It proiotes an infonal/personal atiosphere 
It increases treatient as a person/individual 
It decreases anxiety/stress/eibarassient 

Total He of Seasons: 


55 
34 
21 

241 


23% 
14% 
9% 




Table 3 "Like" Statements and Associated Seasons 






Sxx 
Rxx 


: Positive Pole of Stateient Category u 
: Positive Pole of Season Category u 

32 

23 







Cat 
MO 


OUlWcacilL dull AbSQCldlcU acoSOuS 


IfA Af 

SO 01 

contents 


1 01 

couents 


(S25) 


I dislike it when... 

Pacing of presentation by lecturer is not appropriate 






(R29) 

(R6) 

(815) 


because... 

learning needs are not satisfied 

It decreases clarification/understanding 

It decreases the aiount/ease of learning 


103 
101 
44 


294 
284 
124 


(S5) 


Total Bo of Seasons: 

I dislike it vbr .• 

Presentation/explanation by the lecturer is unclear 


361 




m 

(R15) 
(R29) 


because... 

It decreases clarification/understanding 
It decreases the aiount/ease of learning 
Learning needs are not satisfied 


92 
30 
24 


414 

134 
114 


(S46) 


Total Bo of Reasons: 

I dislike it wben... 

There is no variety in classrooi presentatior/activities 


227 




(819) 
(R7) 


because... 

It decreases interest 
It decreases concentration 


48 

20 


304 
124 


(S7) 


Total Bo of Seasons: 

I dislike it when... 

Class is not disciplined by the lecturer 


162 




(R7) 

(R6) 


because... 

It decreases concentration 

It decreases clarification/umterstanding 


80 
24 


514 
154 


(S40) 


Total Bo of Seasons: 

I dislike it when..* 

Content/discussion is not structured by the lecturer 


156 




(R6) 

(R35) 

(R29) 


because... 

It decreases clarification/understanding 
It wastes tine 

Learning needs are not satisfied 

Total Mo of Seasons: 


31 
26 

21 

130 


244 



Table 4 "Dislike 1 Statements and Associated Seasons 



(Six): Negative Pole of Statement Category xx 
(Sxx): Negative Pole of Season Category xx 

33 



24 

ERJC 



Cat 
HO 




Mo of 
couents 


% of 
couents 


S29 


It helps ly learning when... 
Practical application/experiential learning occurs 






R6 
R8 
R15 


because... 

It increases clarification/understanding 

It increases consolidation/integration 

It increases the aiount/ease of learning ^ 

It increases learning by experience/practical applicn 

Total lo of Seasons: 


166 
102 
43 
43 

517 


32* 
20% 
81 
8* 


S5 


It helps ly learning when... 
Presentation/explanation by the lecturer is clear 






R6 
R15 

POO 


because... 

It increases clarification/understanding 
It increases the aiount/ease of learning 

Am inn needs are satisfied 

Total lo of Seasons: 


167 
38 
28 

356 


47% 

m 

8% 


S51 


It helps ly learning when. . . 
The lecturer supports students' learning 






R29 

AO 


because... 

Learning needs are satisfied 

Tt increases clarif ication/ufflterstandinci 

Total lo of Seasons: 


41 
40 

185 


22% 
22% 


S32 


It helps iy learning when... 
The lecturer asks the class questions 






R6 


because... 

It increases clarif ication/understanding 
Tt croiotfts thinlcina 

Total lo of Reasons: 


43 

31 

160 


27% 
19% 


S10 


It help6 iy learning «ben... 

Discussion of content occurs (participants unspecified) 






R3 
R6 


because... 

There is access to a variety of perspectives/viewpoints 
It increases clarification/understanding 

Total lo of Reasons: 


65 
36 

190 


34% 

19% 



Table 5 •Help learning* Statements and Associated Reasons 



Cat 
MO 




10 01 

conests 


i nf 
% 01 

couents 


(S7) 


It hinders ly learning vben... 
Class is not disciplined by the lecturer 






(R7) 

m 


because... 

It decreases concentration 

It decreases clarification/understanding 


126 
39 


554 
17* 


(S25) 


Total lo of Seasons: 

It binders ly learning when... 
Pacing of presentation by lecturer is not appropriate 


229 




(R29) 

(R6) 

(R15) 


because... 

Learning needs are not satisfied 

It decreases clarification/understanding 

It decreases the aiount/ease of learning 


72 
66 
38 


304 
274 
164 


(S5) 


Total lo of Seasons: 

It hinders ny learning when... 

Presentation/explanation by the lecturer is unclear 


244 




(R6) 
(R29) 


because... 

It decreases clarification/understanding 
Learning needs are not satisfied 


55 
23 


384 
164 


(S38) 


Total lo of Seasons: 

It binders ny learning when... 
Class size is not appropriate 


146 




(R40) 


because... 

Students cannot ask questions 


U 


134 


(S46) 


Total lo of Seasons: 

It hinders ny learning when... 
There is no variety in classrooi presentation/activities 


82 




(R19) 


because... 

It decreases interest 

Total lo of Seasons: 


17 
64 


274 



Table 6 "Hinder learning" Statenents and Associated Seasons 



35 

26 



